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1
METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR TREATING
TAILINGS USING AN AC VOLTAGE WITH A
DC OFFSET

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates generally to the broad field of
pollution control. More particularly, this invention relates to
methods and apparatus that can be used to mitigate the
persistent nature of certain types of tailings ponds, such as
tailings ponds filled with waste products from tar or oil sand
recovery processes and similar water bearing colloidal min-
erals in tailings suspensions from mining operations. Such
mitigation allows land reclamation to occur.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Oil or tar sands are a source of bitumen, which can be
reformed into a synthetic crude or syncrude. At present a
large amount of hydrocarbon is recovered through surface
mining. To obtain syncrude, the hydrocarbons must be first
separated from the sand base in which it is found. This sand
based material includes sands, clays, silts, minerals and
other materials. The most common separation first step used
on surface mined tar sands is the hot water separation
process which uses hot water to separate out the hydrocar-
bons. However, the separation is not perfect and a water
based waste liquid is produced as a by-product which may
include small amounts of hydrocarbon, heavy metals, and
other waste materials. The oil producers currently deal with
what they call Fresh Fine Tailings (FFT) and Mature Fine
Tailings (MFT); the distinction between the two being that
MEFT are derived from FFT after allowing sand to settle out
over a period of typically 3 years. MFT are mostly a stable
colloidal mixture of water and clay, and other materials, and
is collected in onsite reservoirs called tailings ponds.

Oil extraction has been carried out for many years on the
vast reserves of oil that exists in Alberta, Canada. It is
estimated that 750,000,000 m®> of MFT have been produced.
Some estimates show that 550 km? of land has been dis-
turbed by surface mining yet less than 1% of this area has
been certified as reclaimed. A 100,000 bbl/day production
facility produces 50,000 tonnes per day of FFT, which is
equivalent to approximately 33,500 m’ of FFT per day.

The FFT and MFT present three environmental and
economic issues: water management, sterilization of poten-
tially productive ore, and delays in reclamation. Although
concentrations vary, MFT/FFT can typically comprise 50 to
70% water. This high water content forms, in combination
with the naturally occurring clays, a thixotropic liquid. This
liquid is quite stable and persistent and has been historically
collected in large holding ponds. Very little has been done to
treat the MFT that has been created and so it continues to
build up in ever larger holding ponds. As development of the
tar sands accelerates and more and more production is
brought on line, more and more MFT/FFT will be produced.
What is desired is a way to deal with the MFT/FFT that has
been and will be generated to permit land reclamation,
release of captured water and provide access to the produc-
tive ore located beneath such ponds.

MEFT/FFT represents a mixture of clays (Mite, and mainly
kaolinite), water and residual bitumen resulting from the
processing of oil sands. In some cases MFT may also be
undergoing intrinsic biodegradation. The biodegradation
process creates a frothy mixture, further compounding the
difficulty in consolidating this material. It is estimated that
between 40 and 200 years are required for these clays to
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sufficiently consolidate to allow for reclamation of tailings
ponds. Such delays will result in unacceptably large volumes
of MFT, and protracted periods of time before reclamation
certification can take place unless a way to effect disposal
and reclamation is found. The oil sands producers are
required by a directive of the Energy Resources Conversa-
tion Board to treat their tailings to a bearing capacity of 5
kPa by 2012 and 10 kPa by 2015.

Applied electrical fields have been used to dewater soils
for construction projects to improve bearing capacity. Elec-
trophoresis has been used in many industries, such as the
pharmaceutical industry and ceramics industry to produce
high grade separations. Electrostriction has been used to
create high density ceramics. In electrical resistance heating
treatment at Fargo, N. Dak. (Smith et al., 2006)“, electras-
trictive phenomenon has been observed in the application of
an electric field to already consolidated clays where the
applied electric field ranged between 0.46 to 0.8 volt/cm.
Examples of applications of electrical fields in various

circumstances can be found in the following prior patents.

“ Smith, G. J., J. von Flatten, and C. Thomas (2006) Monitoring Soil
Consolidation during Electrical Resistivity Heating. Proceedings of the Fifth
International Conference on Remediation of Chlorinated and Recalcitrant

Compounds, May 22-25, 2006, Monterey, Calif.,

U.S. Pat. No. 3,962,069

U.S. Pat. No. 4,107,026

U.S. Pat. No. 4,110,189

U.S. Pat. No. 4,170,529

U.S. Pat. No. 4,282,103

U.S. Pat. No. 4,501,648

U.S. Pat. No. 4,960,524

U.S. Pat. No. 5,171,409

U.S. Pat. No. 6,596,142

The application of electrical current to oil sands tailings
has also been tried, as shown in U.S. Pat. No. 4,501,648.
However, this teaches a small device with a tracked moving
immersed electrode onto which is deposited clay solids. The
electrode is moved out of contact with the liquid and then the
solids are scraped off the electrode. A chemical pre-treat-
ment step is required to achieve the desired deposition rate
on the immersed electrode. While interesting, this invention
is too small to be practical for MFT/FFT treatment and
requires a chemical pre-treatment step which adds to the
cost.

The application of electrical fields to treat small-scale clay
deposits may not require efficient use of energy. However,
on a large scale, the application of an electrical current
requiring high power consumption or requiring an applica-
tion of an electrical current over a long period of time may
be prohibitively expensive or impossible to carry out due to
the available resources. At remote sites, large-scale access to
electrical power may be limited. Small variations in elec-
trical current draws may have significant impact on costs
and power requirements when dealing with millions of
square meters of MFT and FFT.

What is desired is a way to deal with vast volumes of
MFT/FFT that will need to be treated without excessive
power expenditures. What is desired is a practical system for
dealing with tailings efficiently and quickly. What is also
desired is a way to extract water from large volumes of
MEFT/FFT which can be re-used for other purposes.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In an embodiment of the present invention there is a
method of facilitating the consolidation of fine tailings
through the application of an electrical current. The fine
tailings include a combination of at least some water and
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some clay particles. At least two electrodes are caused to
come into contact with the fine tailings. An alternating
current (AC) voltage with a direct current (DC) offset is
applied across the at least two electrodes to separate water
from the clay particles and to induce movement of the
separated water to a collection area wherein said separated
clay particles can consolidate more readily than unseparated
clay particles.

In another embodiment of the present invention there is an
apparatus for consolidating tailings at a tailings pond
through the application of an electrical current. At least two
electrodes are connected to a power supply. A support
structure supports the at least two electrodes at a fixed
distance from each other when immersed in said tailings. A
dielectric moveable sleeve surrounds at least one of the at
least two electrodes to define an insulated section of the
electrode within the sleeve and an uninsulated section of the
electrode beyond the sleeve. A buoyant member floats on
said tailings. A connector provides a connection between the
buoyant member and the moveable sleeve wherein as more
tailings are added and the level of tailings rise, the buoyant
member raises the dielectric moveable sleeve to permit the
application of the electrical current to facilitate consolida-
tion of the added tailings.

In another embodiment there is a method for consolidat-
ing tailings at a tailings pond through the application of an
electrical current. The fine tailings include a combination of
at least some water and some clay particles. At least two
electrodes are placed into contact with the fine tailings, the
at least two electrodes having an uninsulated section and an
insulated section. An AC voltage with a DC offset is
provided to the at least two electrodes to induce separation
of the water from the clay particles. A power supply is
provided which is capable of delivering the AC voltage with
the DC offset. Added tailings are introduced to the tailings
pond. The area of the uninsulated sections of the at least two
electrodes which are in contact with the tailings are
increased as the level of tailings rises to permit the appli-
cation of the electrical voltages from the power supply to
facilitate consolidation of successive layers of the tailings.

The application of the AC voltage with a DC offset may
reduce the power consumption required and improve the
water separation as compared with either AC or DC alone.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Reference will now be made to preferred embodiments of
the invention, by way of example only, with reference to the
following figures in which:

FIG. 1 is a flow diagram of a method of treating tailings
with an AC voltage with a DC offset;

FIG. 2 is a side schematic view of a consolidation
apparatus for treating tailings;

FIG. 3 is a side schematic view of a fines distribution
apparatus for treating tailings;

FIG. 4 is a top plan view of rows of consolidation
apparatuses and distribution apparatuses for treating tail-
ings;

FIG. 5 is a side cutaway view of an electrode having a
dielectric sleeve; and

FIG. 6 is a side perspective view of a consolidation
apparatus for treating tailings.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

In this specification the terms MFT, or MFT/FFT or FFT
shall mean the tailings that exist in tailings ponds that arise
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from the extraction of hydrocarbons, such as bitumen, from
tar or oil sands, bauxite tailings ponds, fly ash tailings ponds,
or other tailings ponds that are formed of a gel-like fluid
which is a combination of at least some water and clay
particles. As will be appreciated by those skilled in the art,
the exact composition of MFT/FFT will vary, depending
upon the composition of the ore being mined due to local
variations in such ore. However, as used herein the term is
intended to include compositions of material that include
water, clays, silts, and in some cases residual hydrocarbons
and hydrocarbon by-products among other things.

Canadian Patent Application No, 2,736,675, entitled
“Electrokinetic Process and Apparatus for Consolidation of
Oil Sands Tailings”, published Oct. 7, 2012, Canadian
Patent Application No, 2,758,872, entitled “Electrokinetic
Process and Apparatus for Consolidation of Oil Sands
Tailings”, published Oct. 7, 2012, U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 13/440,386, entitled “Electrokinetic Process and
Apparatus for Consolidation of Oil Sands Tailings”, pub-
lished Oct. 11, 2012, and Canadian Patent Application No.
2,782,949, entitled “Method and Apparatus for Treating
Tailings using Alternating Current”, filed Jul. 9, 2012 (“the
previous patent applications™) each incorporated herein by
reference, describe the application of electric fields to tail-
ings ponds and releasing water from the tailings during the
application of an electrical field.

The present patent document describes a method of
treating tailings which includes the application of an AC
voltage with a DC offset. The combination of AC and DC
may provide a number of advantages. It may provide for the
efficient use of power to achieve separation of the water. The
system may be able to reverse polarity to reverse electrode
effects of plating and erosion. It may cause water to migrate
in one direction and particles in another direction. The
present patent document also describes an exemplary elec-
trode configuration which utilizes a floating electrode sys-
tem.

In general, the greater the applied electric field to the
MET/FFT, the greater the applied force, the shorter the time
period to achieve the desired degree of compaction, or the
greater the degree of compaction that can be achieved.
However, this may also result in the greater the amount of
energy consumed, relating directly to cost. Further, water
balance is important. The higher the applied electric field the
greater the potential for increases in temperature and hence
drying of the MFT/FFT. Drying MFT/FFT results in loss of
electrical circuit and hence the electro kinetic treatment. It
will be now understood by those skilled in the art that the
present invention can be applied in various intensities,
depending upon a balance of cost, timing and degree of
compaction required. The design of the delivery system and
equipment for the electrical energy can be based on the
balance required between speed, cost and result required in
the tailings pond being reclaimed or ex-situ treatment cells.
Water chemistry of separated water is also a consideration.

The higher the voltage gradient, the greater the electro-
motive force, and as a result, the shorter the treatment time.
However, there are three negative factors in applying a
higher gradient: 1) the current density around the electrodes
increases, resulting in “dry-out” and loss of electrical contact
with the pore water carrying the current; 2) the greater the
gradient, the closer electrode spacing, and increased appa-
ratus costs; and 3) The electrical resistance of the MFT and
FFT increases as water is released, making the timing of the
application of higher electrical fields important. The voltage
gradients and number and spacing of electrodes need to be
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evaluated on a case-by-case basis to determine the most
economical design compared against the timeframe for
treatment.

In the treatment of MFT/FFT with electrical fields, tests
have been performed using both alternating current and
direct current. It has been found that advantages may be
achieved by employing AC with a DC offset which may also
be referenced herein as direct current biased alternating
current. The application of DC alone has been found to be
less desirable because DC may cause the treated MFT/FFT
material to dry out around the electrodes which impedes
process efficiency since the dried material may prevent the
electrodes from functioning and must be cleaned from the
electrodes from time-to-time. Although the application of
alternating current does not create issues with electrodes
drying out, water migration is more limited than with the
application of direct current. Experimentation has shown
that the application of AC with a DC offset provides advan-
tages over the application of AC or DC alone.

In some cases, it may be desirable to reuse water extracted
from tailings for other purposes. For example, treated water
may be recycled back for use in oil sands production and
bitumen extraction. It has been discovered that the applica-
tion of a high DC offset, to the tailings may have a negative
effect on the quality of water which is extracted. Therefore,
although a higher DC offset may allow more water to be
extracted more quickly, it may result in higher pH water. In
cases where lower pH is desired, a balance must be achieved
between encouraging water migration using a sufficiently
high DC offset with maintaining water quality with a suf-
ficiently low DC offset.

The tailings are a combination of at least some water and
clay particles. At least some water molecules are weakly
bonded to the clay particles to form a gel-like fluid from
which water does not readily separate, such as through
evaporation.

In an embodiment there is a method provided of treating
liquid tailings using the application of direct-current biased,
alternating-current dielectrophoresis (DEP) to achieve water
separation, fines compaction and bitumen separation/recov-
ery, Electrodes are placed into the area that final deposition
of the tailings will occur. A voltage difference is applied to
the electrodes as tailings are added to the treatment area.
Faradaic reactions that occur at the electrodes in the pres-
ence of a DC electric field create a difference in pH levels
between the electrodes resulting in the formation of a
conductivity gradient. This gradient combines with the elec-
tric field to result in the movement of fines and water toward
the electrodes. Water flows to the surface forming a water
cap. Solids compact near the exposed electrodes. In one
embodiment, electrode exposure is controlled to limit con-
tact with the extracted water through the use of a floating
electrode sleeve assembly. The polarity of the electrodes
may be reversed at regular controlled intervals to achieve
uniform treatment and extend electrode life. Changes to
water chemistry can be limited by minimizing the voltage
gradient and the amount of DC offset used. The process is
controlled by regulating the inflow and water extraction
rates to maintain consistent electrode exposure and maxi-
mize throughput rate.

The electrical waveform applied by an electrode in mate-
rial during electrokinetic remediation (EKR) Treatment is
represented by equation 1, below. The schedule of param-
eters that define the electrical waveforms applied to elec-
trodes during EKR Treatment is referred to as a parameter
control schedule.
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Ve® = 3" (U= toar) = Ult = tong )]

i=0
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Where:

V., (t) is the piecewise waveform applied to a specific electrode
e during EKR treatment

U (t - a) is the Heaviside Unit Step function

A, is the DC offset in effect between t,,,,, ; and t.,; ;

B, is the peak-to-peak amplitude in effect between t
tond i

<W > is the waveform (i.e., sin, square, etc.) in effect between
Lstare i and tond i

f, is the frequency in effect between t,,,,, ; and t,,; ;

¢; is the phase offset in effect between t,,,,, ; and t.,; ;

and

start i

The Electrokinetic forces used in EKR Treatment are
directly proportional to the magnitude of the electric field
between electrodes. The electric field between electrodes
may be approximated by the difference between the electri-
cal waveforms applied to the electrodes divided by the
distance between the electrodes. The geometrical configu-
ration that determines the placement of each electrode
determines the distance. A configuration that sets the spacing
between two electrodes to d meters will apply an electrical
field to the material between the two electrodes approxi-
mately equal to equation 2.

E@®) = [Vi() - Vo(0)d

Where:
V, (t) is the electrical waveform applied to electrode 1 ~ V per  (2)
V, (t) is the electrical waveform applied to electrode 2 meter

d is the distance between electrodes 1 and 2 in meters.

In one embodiment there is a method 100 of facilitating
the consolidation of fine tailings through the application of
an electrical current as shown in FIG. 1. The fine tailings
being consolidated include a combination of at least some
water and some clay particles. At 102, at least two electrodes
are caused to come into contact with the fine tailings. At 104,
an AC voltage with a DC offset is applied across the at least
two electrodes to separate water from the clay particles and
to induce movement of the separated water to a collection
area wherein said separated clay particles can consolidate
more readily than unseparated clay particles. Once the water
has been separated into the collection area, the water may be
extracted. The water may be extracted continuously as the
fine tailings are treated or at discrete times. For example, a
pump may be connected to the collection area to remove
separated water. The collection area may be an area within
the tailings where water generally collects or a separate area
such as defined within a sleeve surrounding the electrodes.

The application of an AC voltage with a DC offset creates
a polarity between the at least two electrodes. In one
embodiment, the polarity of the at least two electrodes may
be periodically reversed to preserve the electrodes. For
example, the polarity of the electrodes may be reversed at
intervals of 5 minutes, although other time intervals may
also be used. Although reversing the polarity of the elec-
trodes may be advantageous to prevent particle build-up at
the cathodes, reversing the polarity of the electrodes may
make water extraction less efficient.

In a preferred embodiment, an AC voltage with a DC
offset across the at least two electrodes in 104 includes
applying an AC voltage of up to 4 pum peak-to-peak and a DC
offset of up to 1 V/em. In a most preferred embodiment,
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applying an AC voltage with a DC offset across the at least
two electrodes comprises applying an AC voltage of about
1 V/em peak-to-peak and a DC offset of about Y2 V/em.

In a preferred embodiment, applying an AC voltage with
a DC offset at 104 further comprises applying alternating
current at a frequency of about 10 Hz or less. In a most
preferred embodiment, applying an AC voltage with a DC
offset further comprises applying alternating current at a
frequency of about 10 Hz.

It is contemplated that the method 100 can be applied to
at least one of oil sands extraction tailings and fly ash
tailings. In a preferred embodiment, the tailings are mixed
fine oil sands extraction tailings which further include
residual hydrocarbons.

One apparatus used to effect the action of the present
invention on MFT/FFT is described below and shown in
FIGS. 2-5. FIG. 2 shows a consolidation apparatus 106 for
consolidating tailings 146 at a tailings pond through the
application of an electrical current. There are at least two
electrodes 116 connected to a power supply 120 (FIG. 6)
through power distribution cables 136 (FIG. 5) within a
power distribution routing system 124. As shown in FIG. 4,
the electrodes 116 are part of an array of electrodes 116
which are supported by a support structure, including
anchors 112, and in which each of the array of electrodes 116
has a dielectric moveable sleeve 110 surrounding the elec-
trode. Different numbers of electrodes may be used in the
apparatus so long as there are at least two electrodes. The
support structure, in the form of anchors 112, supports the
electrodes 116 at a fixed distance from each other when
immersed in said tailings 146. A dielectric moveable sleeve
110 surrounds the electrodes 116 to define an insulated
section of the electrode within the sleeve 110 and an
uninsulated section 122 of the electrode beyond the sleeve
110. A buoyant member 114 floats on the tailings 146 at the
surface 118 of the tailings pond. A connector 164 lies
between the buoyant member 114 and the moveable sleeve
110 so that as more tailings are added and the level of
tailings 146 rise, the buoyant member 114 raises the dielec-
tric moveable sleeve 110 to permit the application of the
electrical current to facilitate consolidation of successive
layers of the tailings. Electrode anchors 112 are anchored to
the base of the tailings pond and are secured to the electrodes
116 to keep the electrodes generally vertical and anchored
within the tailings 146. The anchors 112 may be placed on
the bottom of the tailings pond before any tailings are placed
into the tailings pond. When the sleeves 110 are placed over
the electrodes, the sleeves 110 together with the connectors
164 have some rigidity and provide additional stability. As
the tailings pond consolidates, both the anchors 112 and the
sleeves 110 hold the electrodes in place in the tailings pond.
The consolidated solids also provide additional support for
the electrodes. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 2, the
power distribution routing system 124 is part of the con-
nector 164.

A control system 150, such as is shown in FIG. 6 may be
connected to the consolidation apparatus 106 which is
configured to provide an AC voltage with a DC offset to the
electrodes 116 using a power supply 120. The control system
150 determines the initial parameters, for example, using
equation 1, for each electrode based on a user’s treatment
specification; which may include shear strength, solids con-
tent, and throughput; the initial volume and physical prop-
erties such as solids content. Measured and calculated values
of cumulative power and water recovered determine the
treatment status may be used to modify the parameters that
define the waveforms applied to specific electrodes. As
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would be understood by a person skilled in the art, the power
supply 120 may be configured to provide an AC voltage with
a DC offset to the electrodes.

As shown in FIG. 3, there is fine tailings distribution
apparatus 108 which includes buoyant member 126 which is
connected to a fine delivery piping 128 which includes a
number of fine distribution openings 130. As shown best in
FIG. 4, multiple fine tailings distribution apparatuses 108
and consolidation apparatuses 106 are placed in the tailings
pond so that fine tailings may be distributed by the distri-
bution apparatus 108 at the same time that the consolidation
apparatus 106 treats the tailings. As shown in FIG. 4, the
rows of distribution apparatuses 108 and consolidation appa-
ratuses 106 may be placed in alternating sequence within the
tailings. It would be understood by a person skilled in the art
that different configurations of the distribution and consoli-
dation apparatuses are possible. As the level of the tailings
pond rises, both the sleeves 110 and the fine delivery piping
128 will rise and the uninsulated section 122 of the elec-
trodes 116 will increase in length below the sleeve 110. In
the embodiment shown in FIGS. 2-5, the base of the sleeve
110 is maintained at a height at approximately the same level
as the fine distribution openings 130.

The components of the sleeve 110 are shown in more
detail in FIG. 5. The sleeve 110 includes electrode gaskets
132 to seal the interior of the sleeve from the fine tailings.
The power distribution cables 136 connect to electrical
contact tabs 134 which provide the current to the electrode
rod 116.

In operation, the consolidation apparatus 106 is placed
into contact with the fine tailings. An AC voltage with a DC
offset is provided to the electrodes 116 to induce separation
of the water from the clay particles within the tailings.
Added tailings are introduced into the tailings pond using
the fines delivery piping 128. The location of the uninsulated
section 122 and the insulated sections of the electrodes 116
are varied as the level of tailings rise to permit the applica-
tion of the electrical current to facilitate consolidation of
successive layers of the tailings. The buoyant member 114
floats at the same height as the top of the tailings 146 and so
as added tailings are introduced, the buoyant member 114
rises and the sleeve 110 rises with it, exposing more of the
uninsulated section 122 of the electrodes 116 below the base
of the sleeve 110 as the sleeve rises.

In one embodiment, separated water is removed from the
tailings as the tailings are treated. As the water is separated
from the tailings it will collect close to the surface of the
tailings and the clay particles will settle to the bottom. It is
beneficial to keep the base of the sleeves below the bottom
of the area defined by the collected water at the top of the
tailings pond since exposing the electrodes to separated
water may reduce the effectiveness of the treatment process.

Another consolidation apparatus 168 used to effect the
action of the present invention on MFT/FFT is described
below and shown in FIG. 6. Exterior electrodes 140 and
central electrode 142 are each supported by a support
structure 158 and submerged in fine tailings 146. In this
embodiment, the electrodes 140 are anodes and electrode
142 is a cathode. A perforated sleeve or fiberglass sock 144
surrounds the cathode 142 and water is removed from the
cathode using a water removal device such as tubing 152
connected to a pump (not shown). A control system 150
provides direct current biased alternating current through
distribution cables 148 to the electrodes 140, 142. As shown
in FIG. 6, as the direct current biased alternating current is
applied between the anodes 140 and the cathode 142, clay
particles collect around the anodes as shown by the build-up
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of solids 156 and water collects generally around the cath-
ode as shown generally at 160. The fine tailings 146 lie in a
treatment area 154 which may be either in situ or at a tailings
treatment facility.

Example 1

An electric field with the combination of parameters that
was found to be an efficient embodiment of a parameter
control schedule that maximizes water production and com-
paction while minimizing power consumption is shown in
Table 1. During a 72 hour lab to treat MFT with an initial
volume of 20 liters of MET at 38% solids, these parameters
produced 7.5 liters of water and used 13.1 kWh of power.

Table 1 Effective Parameters for Treatment
TABLE 1
Effective Parameters for treatment
Parameter Symbol Value Units
Waveform (W) Sin
DC Offset A 6 Voe
AC Voltage D 12 Ve
(peak-to-peak)
Frequency f 10 Hz
Phase Offset ¢ 0 Degrees
Electrode d 12 cm
Spacing

It would be understood by a person skilled in the art that
different configurations of control systems may be used to
apply an AC voltage with a DC offset to the tailings.

The application of an AC voltage with a DC offset through
the electrodes can be varied in frequency and time to ensure
that the electrodes do not overheat. Not all the electrodes
need to be on at the same time, and pairs of electrodes can
be activated at different times. Various arrangements of
electrodes may be used and the electrodes can be turned on
for various lengths of time. For example, the electrodes may
alternate between which is the anode and which is the
cathode every five minutes. if there are a network of
electrodes, the electrodes which are on can be switched
every 20 minutes, for example. Corrosion buildup and
plating of minerals can be reduced by alternating the cath-
odes and anodes during application of the alternating current
with direct current offset.

The present invention also comprehends being able to
selectively treat sections of the tailings pond/treatment cell
as local requirements demand. In the first instance the
tailings ponds tend to be vast in area and to facilitate the
treatment the present invention contemplates creating
smaller treatment areas by means of sheet piling or the like,
or by creating pressure barriers around the treatment area.
This can be used to divide the area of the pond up into
smaller areas or cells to facilitate treatment. The sheet pile
may also be used as an electrode in some cases.

In one embodiment, it is desirable to treat the tailings so
that the power expenses are less than $30/dry ton, 50% or
better solids recovery and wherein the separated water is
suitable for bitumen extraction.

Although the foregoing description has been made with
respect to preferred embodiments of the present invention it
will be understood by those skilled in the art that many
variations and alterations are possible without departing
from the broad spirit of the claims attached. Some of these
variations have been discussed above and others will be
apparent to those skilled in the art.
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In the claims, the word “comprising” is used in its
inclusive sense and does not exclude other elements being
present. The indefinite article “a/an” before a claim feature
does not exclude more than one of the feature being present
unless it is clear from the context that only a single element
is intended.

We claim:

1. A method of facilitating the consolidation of fine
tailings through the application of an electrical current, the
fine tailings including a combination of at least some water
and same clay particles, the method comprising:

causing at least two electrodes to come into contact with
the fine tailings; and

applying an AC voltage with a DC offset across the at
least two electrodes to separate water from the clay
particles and to induce movement of the separated
water to a collection area wherein said separated clay
particles can consolidate more readily than unseparated
clay particles.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein applying an AC voltage
with a DC offset comprises applying a sinusoidal AC voltage
with a DC offset.

3. The method of claim 2 further comprising the step of
extracting the separated water from the collection area
within the fine tailings.

4. The method of claim 2 in which the application of an
AC voltage with a DC offset creates a polarity between the
at least two electrodes, and the method further comprising
the step of periodically reversing the polarity of the at least
two electrodes to preserve the electrodes.

5. The method of claim 2 in which applying an AC voltage
with a DC offset across the at least two electrodes further
comprises applying an AC voltage of up to 4 V/ecm peak-
to-peak and a DC offset of up to 1 V/em.

6. The method of claim 5 in which an AC voltage with a
DC offset across the at least two electrodes further comprises
applying an AC voltage of about 1 V/cm peak-to-peak and
a DC offset of about %2 V/em.

7. The method of claim 2 wherein the tailings are at least
one of oil sands extraction tailings and fly ash tailings.

8. The method of claim 2 wherein the tailings are mixed
fine oil sands extraction tailings which further include
residual hydrocarbons.

9. The method of claim 8 in which applying alternating
current further comprises applying alternating current at a
frequency of about 10 Hz or less.

10. The method of claim 9 in which applying alternating
current further comprises applying alternating current at a
frequency of about 10 Hz.

11. An apparatus for consolidating tailings at a tailings
pond through the application of an electrical current, com-
prising:

at least two powered electrodes;

a support structure supporting the at least two electrodes
at a fixed distance from one another when the elec-
trodes are immersed in said tailings;

a dielectric moveable sleeve surrounding at least one of
the at least two electrodes to define an insulated section
of the electrode within the sleeve and an uninsulated
section of the electrode beyond the sleeve;

a buoyant member which floats on said tailings; and

a connector between the buoyant member and the move-
able sleeve wherein as more tailings are added and the
level of tailings rises, the buoyant member raises the
dielectric moveable sleeve to permit the application of
the electrical current to facilitate consolidation of the
added tailings.
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12. The apparatus of claim 11 further comprising an
electrode anchor at the base of each of the at least two
electrodes.

13. The apparatus of claim 11 in which the at least two
electrodes comprise an array of electrodes supported by the
support structure and in which each electrode in the array of
electrodes has a said dielectric moveable sleeve surrounding
the electrode.

14. The apparatus of claim 11 further comprising a control
system configured to provide an AC voltage with a DC offset
to the at least two electrodes.

15. A method for consolidating tailings at a tailings pond
through the application of an electrical current, the fine
tailings including a combination of at least some water and
some clay particles, the method comprising:

placing at least two electrodes into contact with the fine

tailings, the at least two electrodes having an uninsu-
lated section and an insulated section;

providing an AC voltage with a DC offset to the at least

two electrodes to induce separation of the water from
the clay particles;

introducing added tailings to the tailings pond;

increasing the area of the uninsulated sections of the at

least two electrodes which are in contact with the
tailings as the level of tailings rises to permit the
application of the electrical current to facilitate con-
solidation of the added tailings.

16. The method of claim 15 further comprising removing
separated water from the tailings as the tailings are treated.

#* #* #* #* #*
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